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BEAUTIFUL GARDENS

SPRING RICHES Dangling pale 
yellow Stachyurus chinensis and 
pink Daphne mezereum rubra 
are laden with early spring 
blooms, underplanted with 
hellebores, daffodils and the 
ridges leaves of veratrum

READER
GARDEN

Naturalised bulbs and woodland flowers transform this 
English garden in spring. Owner Kate Toller shows us around 

“It's so idyllic in spring"

IN THE 
GARDEN 
WITH…
Kate & Guy Toller

AT The Old Rectory, Main Street, 
Sudborough, Kettering, Northants 
NN14 3BX
GARDEN SIZE 3 1/2 acres   
SITE South-facing
SOIL Neutral loam above clay
FEATURES Formal garden with 
views and vistas; rose garden with 
rose arch; deep herbaceous borders; 
arbours; standard wisteria; lily pond; 
walled potager designed by Rosemary 
Verey; woodland walk; gravel garden 
VISIT Thursdays April to Sept (10am-
5pm); adults £7, concessions £6. 
Please see www.theoldrectory 
gardens.co.uk for latest open dates.  
CONTACT 01832 734085; email 
contact@theoldrectorygardens.co.uk 

TOP The Georgian rectory provides a 
lovely backdrop for naturalised daffodils, 
with a multi-stemmed birch above and 
Cornus alba ‘Sibirica’ in the foreground 
ABOVE Helleborus hybridus ‘Sunny’ grows 
among vast colonies of woodland bulbs

This idyllic garden looks like the 
opening scene from a Jane Austen 
drama. With its host of dancing 
daffodils, sweeping lawn and 

elegant Georgian house as a backdrop, it’s 
the epitome of English loveliness. “It’s a very 
picturesque garden,” agrees owner Kate 
Toller, who lives here with her husband Guy. 
“We have pretty borders and lovely views 
everywhere you look. It’s especially 
attractive in springtime.”

The woodland part of the garden bursts 
into bloom as early as February, with a vast 
collection of early narcissus and hellebores 
naturalised in the borders. “It’s so 
photogenic at this time of year,” says Kate. 
“We have vast carpets of crocus and scillas 
too, plus snowdrops and dainty blue 
Chionodoxa forbesii.”

Dogwoods such as cornus ‘Anny’s 
Winter Orange’ and ‘Midwinter Fire’ 
provide a bright framework of colourful 
stems, while spring-flowering shrubs such 
as Ribes sanguineum ‘White Icicle’, 
Stachyurus chinensis and Daphne 
mezereum rubra produce a dazzling display 
of flowers and fragrance.  
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“We moved here in 2016,” explains Kate. 
“My parents live just across the road and I 
used to visit the Old Rectory in my 20s, so I 
was already well-acquainted with the 
garden. The previous owners built up its 
reputation – Mrs Huntingdon was an 
American who loved the idea of having her 
own English garden. It even has a walled 
potager designed by Rosemary Verey.”

Taking on a mature garden like this is 
daunting at the best of times, but Kate and 
Guy were keen to help the design evolve. 
“It’s a wonderful garden so we’re not going 
to make any radical changes in the next 
few years, or blast it with unsymapthetic 
paths, stones or planting schemes. 

“It took us a long time finding the right 
planters that would look as though they’d 
been here for centuries, and we’ve taken 
pains to use the right stone for any new 
structural garden projects.

“As it’s such a historic garden we think of 
ourselves as its custodians,” she says.  
“In everything we do here we ask 
ourselves: what impact will this have on 
the existing views?” 

One of the key jobs the couple tackled 
was installing a new irrigation system.  

“It’s essential for a garden this size to have 
its own automated water supply,” says 
Kate. “We’re also improving the flow of the 
garden by cutting new access paths 
through borders to open them up.” 

The couple have been busy pruning 
some of the larger specimen trees that 
have outgrown their space. It’s important 
to stop them overcrowding their 
neighbours,” says Kate. “The main thing 
with more established gardens is to keep 
plants to size and make sure they’re not 
casting too much shade.”

The Old Rectory stands on the main high 
street of Sudborough village, hidden beind 
an ancient stone wall. “There’s a gravel 
drive that leads in and out,” explains Kate 
of its traditional layout. “Behind the 
rectory lies the main lawn, which leads 
down to trees and a lily pond, with sweeps 
of daffodils in spring and paths mown 
through the long grass.”

“In everything we do we ask 
ourselves: what impact will 
this have on the views?”

FLOWERS GALORE (clockwise from top 
left) Hellebores jostle with dainty 
snowdrops under a pergola, cascading 
with climbing roses in June; this woodland 
path is edged with crocus and Galanthus 
nivalis ‘Fore Pleno’, leading to mahonia 
‘Charity’; forget me nots have colonised 
the lawn, beside daffodils and hellebores; 
Daphne mezereum rubra; a woodland 
border, filled with hellebores and narcissus 
INSET Chionodoxa forbesii ‘Pink Giant’ 

The central part of the garden is framed 
by two deep borders – the Rectory Border 
and the Long Border. “Beyond these you’ll 
find our Rose Circle, with a gravel garden 
to the left. The gravel garden was very hot 
and shadeless when we first came here. 
The plants were really struggling. So, we 
dug down and excavated the soil, adding 
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grit and creating a deep layer of gravel, 
which acts like a reservoir of moisture for 
plant roots, so we could plant more 
drought-tolerant Mediterranean plants 
and grasses.” 

To the right of the house is a ‘yellow 
garden’ filled with golden plants in 
summer. This stands next to an ancient 
barn where tea is served on open days. 

“Our potager garden was designed by 
Rosemary Verey,” says Kate. “It’s a series of 
small beds separated by ornamental brick 
paths – sadly in need of restoration. There 
are trained fruit trees – nectarine, peach 
and greengages, stepover and standard 
apple trees. We like to change the veg we 
grow every year, but actually nowadays it’s 
60% cutflowers and 40% fruit and veg.”

The garden winds off to the woodland 
area where a smart green bridge leads over 
a brook. “This in turn leads to our 
woodland walk and out to the top of some 
paddocks,” says Kate. “From here you can 
enjoy a lovely view of the neighbouring 
village of Lowick.

“The brook is a wonderful asset – we 
have kingfishers and a white egret on its 

banks, which also call in at our lily pond. 
The border to the right of it was very deep 
and dense, so we cut path through it and 
raised the canopy of shrubby plants there, 
such as osmanthus.”  

In addition to the pruning, there has 
been lots of tree work too. “We have an 
incredibly old false acacia (Robinia 
pseudoacacia) on the lawn which could be 
as much as 200-300 years old. It might 
have been three trees planted together; 
they don’t normally live this long.”

The new access paths have helped to 
create more of a journey around the 
garden, inviting visitors to wander from 
one view and the next. “Visitors always ask 
for a map when they come, which surprises 
me,” says Kate. “Why do they want a map? 
Just go and explore... But I can’t really 
blame them. There’s so much to see it 
would be a shame to miss anything.” ✿

“The brook is a wonderful 
asset – we have kingfishers 
and an egret on its banks”

SPRING VIEWS (clockwise from top left) 
Narcissus have naturalised under birch 
and willow trees; Ribes sanguineum 
‘White Icicle’, contrasts nicely with red 
hellebores; the dangling blooms of ribes 
‘White icicle’ are filled with nectar for early 
bees; hellebores and daffodils make 
cheerful partners in this woodland glade; 
cornus ‘Anny’s Winter Orange’ has 
flamboyant stems ideal for contrasting 
with white birch trunks; dark blue Iris 
reticulata ‘Joyce’ makes a handsome 
partner for yellow violas in a trough
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